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THE  OPOSSUM 


The  opossum  (Didelphis  marsupialis )  has  the  distinction  of 
being  the  only  native  marsupial  (animal  whose  female  has  a  pouch  for 
carrying  her  young)  of  the  United  States.  This  animal  is  a  survivor  of 
an  ancient  order  dating  from  millions  of  years  B.  C.  In  the  United 
States  the  opossum  can  most  often  be  found  in  wooded  areas  extending 
from  the  Gulf  practically  to  the  Canadian  border  on  the  East  Coast  and 
moving  westward  through  Michigan  and  Wisconsin,  In  recent  years,  some 
of  these  animals  were  brought  into  California,  and  the  opossum  has  now 
become  firmly  established  in  that  State  also. 
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Large  numbers  of  opossums  are  killed  annually  for  sport,  food, 
and  furs.  The  furs  are  of  low  grade  and  are  used  principally  in  trims 
on  inexpensive  clothing. 

Opossums,  which  increase  greatly  in  numbers  in  the  area's  they 
inhabit,  at  times  cause  economic  losses,  especially  around  poultry  farms, 
truck  crops  and  river  bottom  corn  fields.  Under  such  circumstances, 
control  may  be  required. 


DESCRIPTION 

Opossums  are  generally  light  gray  in  color.     The  average 
adult  measures   about   33  inches  in  length,    including   a  12-inch  tail.      One 
variety,   which  can  be  found  in  Florida,    is   somewhat  smaller,   darker,   and 
longer-tailed.     Another  kind,    in  Texas,   has   two   color  phases,    gray  and 
black.      The  most  distinguishing   feature  of  the   opossum  is  the  pouch 
for  carrying  the  young. 

REPRODUCTION 

Opossums  normally  produce  one  litter  a  year.     In  the  warmer 
sections  of  the  country,  however,  they  frequently  produce  two,   the 
first  in  January  or  February  and  the  second  in  May  or  June.     Each  litter 
may  number  as  many  as  18  or  more.     At  the  time  of  birth  the  young  are 
about  the  size  of  bumble  bees  and  are  so  transparent  that  the  heart, 
stomach,   and  other  organs  may  be   seen  through  their  hairless  skin. 

The  opossums'   12  to  13-day  period  from  conception  to  emergence 
is  unique  among  mammals.     Following  this  emergence,   the  young  x\rork  their 
x-ray  through  the  mother's  hair  to  an  opening  in  the   stomach  which  forms 
the  pouch.     There  they  attach  themselves  to  the  mammary  glands   and  con- 
tinue development  for  another  h  to  6  weeks.     Since  there  are  only  13 
mammary  glands,   all  young  over  this  number  are  doomed  from  the  outset. 
Usually  less  than  10  survive. 

HABITAT 

Opossums  are  sluggish  animals,  choosing  for  a  homesite  a 
hollow  log,  rock  crevice,  hole  in  a  tree  trunk,  or  sometimes  pre-empting 
a  squirrel  nest  high  in  the  branches  of  a  tree.  They  prefer  living 
adjacent  to  swamps,  along  streams,  and  in  wooded  country,  where  some 
protection  from  their  enemies  is  available.  Where  food  is  plentiful, 
travel  is  limited  to  a  short  range,  often  only  a  few  hundred  yards, 

FOOD  HABITS 

Opossums  are  quite  omniverous,  eating  practically  anything 
available:   fish,  flesh,  crustaceans,  insects,  mushrooms,  berries  and 
other  fruits,  vegetables,  eggs,  and  even  carrion.  They  are  sometimes 
detrimental  to  farm  poultry  and  corn  fields. 

ENEMIES 

Opossums   are  often  the  prey  of  predators   such  as  foxes, 
bobcats,   hawks   and  owls.      They  have   a  repulsive,   musk-like  odor  which 
affords  some  degree  of  protection.     Their  habit  of  playing   "possum," 
or  feigning  death,    offers  little  protection  from  most  of  their  natural 
enemies.     They  are  often  heavily  parasitized. 

CONTROL  MEASURES 

Opossums  are  easily  caught  in  box  traps,  or  with  No.  2 
steel  traps,  either  with  baits  or  trail  sets  placed  in  locations  where 
they  have  caused  damage,  or  along  nearby  paths  leading  to  swamps  or 
streams.  Their  omniverous  appetites  and  keen  sense  of  smell  permit 
the  use  of  a  wide  range  of  baits  (fish  and  canned  dog  food  are  among 
the  best),  and  they  readily  enter  box  traps  in  search  of  food.  State 
or  local  game  laws  should  be  consulted  before  taking  opossums. 
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